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Editor's note 
This issue of the Leipzig Papers on Africa: Languages and Literatures Series contains 
two papers by two different authors on aspects of lexicography of two Bantu languages: 
Shinzwani of the Comoro Islands, and Kiswahili. Both authors are presently engaged in the 
final stages of publishing their lexicographic work. They present some of the problems 
encountered and solutions decided upon, while finalizing their dictionary proj ects. 
IRMTRAUD HERMS is a long time member of the Institut für Afrikanistik at the 
University of Leipzig, and an experienced dictionary maker for both Swahili and Hausa. 
HARRIET JOSEPH ÜTTENHEIMER is a member of the Department of Sociology, 
Anthropology and Social Work at Kansas State University and has been familiar with the 
Comoro Islands for 30 years. 
Both papers were originally presented at the 2"d World Congress on African 
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SWAHILI LEXICOGRAPHY: 
THE SW AHILI-GERMAN DICTIONARY 
lRMTRAUD HERMS 
1. Introduction 
The Swahili-German Dictionary is a general bilingual dictionary with about 20,000 
entrywords. lt is aimed at both German speakers learning the Swahili language and Swahili 
speakers wishing to translate into German. 
The first edition, compiled by Hildegard Höftmann, appeared in 1963 in Leipzig (En-
zyklopädie-Verlag). Due to the development of the Swahili language, a revised edition prepa-
red in collaboration with myselfwas published in 1979 and reprinted in 1982 and 1985. After 
ten years, in 1989, the fourth edition was enlarged by an appendix which incorporates modern 
vocabularies used in politics, economics, science, education, sports etc. 
This uncommon, unusual form of a dictionary with an appendix was reprinted by Lan-
genscheidt (which took over the Enzyklopädie-Verlag after the political changes in Germany) 
in 1992 (fifth edition) and is still on the market, being the only !arge modern Swahili-German 
Dictionary. 
For many years I have feit the need to revise and up-date this dictionary. When I got 
the chance of working as the head Swahili teacher at the Language and Orientation School of 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Tanzania in Morogoro in 1995, I took this also as the 
chance ofre-editing the Swahili-German Dictionary. During the three years in Morogoro I had 
been using every free minute to add new meanings to existing lexemes, to include new entry-
words and examples, to correct deficiencies and errors, to delete superfluous examples, to 
remove inconsistencies and to look for adequate German equivalents, also in consultation 
with Mrs. Höftmann. 
In Morogoro I was surrounded by Swahili speaking people, although all of them had 
Swahili as their second language. I had the chance of reading various Swahili newspapers eve-
ry day, listening to many radio programmes in Swahili and reading Swahili literature. 
I checked some new publications of the Institute of Kiswahili Research (TUKI) of the Uni-
versity of Dar es Salaam and of the National Swahili Council (BAKITA) together with some 
new Swahili dictionaries: 
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- Baba Malaika: The Friendly Swabili - English Dictionary, 
- TUKI: English - Swabili Dictionary, 
- Irira: Kamusi Awali ya Sayansi na Tekinolojia, 
- Swabili - English Dictionary (intemet). 
So I had favourable conditions for working on the dictionary. But as every lexicogra-
pher knows, a language is like an ocean, and the compilation of a dictionary like sailing on 
this ocean. I feel that the dictionary will never be complete. 
2. Problems of compiling the dictionary 
The lexicographer encounters many difficulties and problems. Some of them are the 
following: 
1. Concerning the German equivalents 
a) the semantic delimitation ofthe senses and shadows ofmeanings ofthe Swahili lexeme 
b) the presentation of denotates for the natural surroundings ( as plants and animals) and 
for social or cultural denotations which do not exist in the target language 
c) the marking of the gender of the German nouns, also for feminine persons. 
2. Concerning the Swahili entries 
a) the notation of the variant forms of an entryword; the decision about the standard form 
b) the notation of the verbal derivations 
c) the notation of the noun classes 
3. The use ofmeta language for specifications on grarnmar, semantic domains or subject 
fields, stylistic use, idiomatic expressions, out-of-date words etc. 
4. Criterions for the choice of suitable informants. 
In the following remarks I will concentrate upon some of these difficulties. 
2. 1. Variant forms 
There is no need to !ist all phonetic, geographic and other variants in a dictionary of 
the contemporary language. 
To write two, three or even four variant forms one after the other as headwords is 
clumsy and confusing. So in the process of the revision of the Swabili-German Dictionary 
only the standard form is left as headword, whereas a possible variant form is cross-referred to 
this headword. For example, in the former entry 
karani, kerani (ma-) „. the variant kerani is deleted so that only 
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karani (ma-) ... is left; 
kerani is referred to karani by using the equals sign: kerani = karani. 
For the decision as to which form is the standard one we can use "KAMUSI YA KI-
SW AHILI SANIFU" (KKS, 1981) as a guideline, though sometimes it is not systematic. As-
king competent informants is another alternative, but even here some contradictions may oc-
cur. For example, I have been told that chakleti is the standard form, but the new English -
Swahili Dictionary gives chokoleti. 
Very rare variants are deleted, e.g. angao. Only angalau is left with the variant anga-
lao. In some cases the variants are not real synonyms. This is true with 
i) terms for professions or actions of people 
The meaning in German is the same but the syntactic construction in Swahili is diffe-
rent. For example, the three lexemes mshona, mshonaji and mshoni mean "a tailor", but 
mshona can be used only with an object (e.g. mshona viatu "a shoemaker"), whereas msho-
naji and mshoni are constructed with the -A of relationship ( e.g. mshonaji/mshoni wa via-
tu). And furthermore, it is said that mshoni is a professional tailor, while mshonaji does the 
sewing not as his or her job. So we can't cross-refer from one lexeme to the other by using the 
equals sign (=), but for practical reasons we will not differentiate between mshonaji and 
mshoni. So the entries will be as follows: 
mshona (wa-) with obj a person who sews something; - nguo tailor; 
- viatu shoemaker 
mshonaji (wa-) tailor, dressmaker 
mshoni = mshonaji 
ii) diminutives and augmentatives 
In the present dictionary diminutives and augmentatives are referred to the original 
form without explanation, e.g. 
kebe (ma-) t mkebe; kichembe (vi-) t chembe 
In the new edition dim or augm will be added, e.g. 
kebe (ma-) augm t mkebe; kichembe (vi-) dim t chembe 
Where the diminutive or augmentative form has a special meaning, this will be given, 
sometimes with reference to the original form, e.g. 
kichupa (vi-) ampoule; t dim chupa 
jiguzo (ma-) Arch pillar (without reference to nguzo). 
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Of course, it is not possible nor necessary to !ist all possible diminutive and augmen-
tative forms. 
iii) deverbal nouns from various derived verbal forms 
For example, all the three nouns maamkio, maamkiano, maamkizi mean "greetings", 
derived from the verb -amkia "to greet", reciprocal form -amkiana "to greet each other". In 
maamkiano the reciprocal exchange of greetings is included, while maamkizi is close to 
uamkiaji "the act or process of greeting". Although being aware of these fine distinctions in 
meaning, they cannot be taken into consideration, because there is only one equivalent in 
English or German respectively. So the entries will be as follows: 
maamkiano = maamkizi 
maamkio = maamkizi 
maamkizi ( P l) greetings ... 
Derivations which are not used should be omitted, but the decision about this is not so 
easy. Asking various informants one will get various answers. This concems for example ab-
stract nouns which are derived from verbs by adding the prefix ma- and changing the final 
vowel a to o, where normally the singular form (without prefix ma-) is not used, e.g. elezo 
(ma-). The entries will be as follows: 
elezo mostly t maelezo 
maelezo (Pl) explanation(s). (Pl) means that the agreement is with 
class 6. 
The same is true with other nouns with ma-. One informant told me, there exists only 
madaraka (Pl), whereas the monolingual dictionary KKS has darakaji ma- taz. madaraka. 
2. 2. Derived verbal forms 
Derived verbal forms, i.e. prepositional (-ia/-ea), stative (-ika/-eka), associative (-na), 
causative (-isha/-esha/-za) and passive (-wa) forms are noted in different ways in the Swahili -
German Dictionary: 
i) as extra headwords, sometimes with the German meaning and an example, and 
sometimes with reference to the original verb 
ii) only at the end of an entryword, without meaning 
iii) sometimes both ways i) and ii). 
In the history of dictionary-making with Swahili as a source language there is a broad 
variety of treating derived verbal forms. 
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JOHNSON (1939) listed all derivations (including deverbal nominal derivations) un-
der the verb-stem. This is interesting for the linguist seeing the word family together, but for a 
person who is looking for the meaning of a word for practical purposes it is rather complica-
ted and awkward. 
Another way is to !ist all verbal derivations as headwords with their meaning, even the 
regular ones (like most ofthe passive and prepositional forms), as BABA MALAIKA (1994) 
did it in his friendly dictionary. He does not mention the kind of derivation, nor is there a refe-
rence to the original verb. The entry of the original verb does not contain any derived verbal 
form. This method is heartily welcomed by my Swahili students. 
KKS (1981) lists all possible derived forms of a verb (in form of the endings) at the 
end of the entryword, without meaning. There are no derived verbs as headwords. 
A way of combining these possibilities is that adopted in the SW AHILI - RUSSIAN 
Dictionary (1987): All the derived verbal forms are listed under the headword with their mea-
nings and examples (cf. -uma), and then in alphabetical order as extra headwords the associa-
tive (-umana), the stative (-umika) and the causative (-umiza). The prepositional (-umia) and 
the passive (-umwa) forms are not extra headwords, because their forms and meanings are 
regular. 
In the new SW AHILI - ENGLISH Dictionary under preparation at the Institute of 
Kiswahili Research (TUKI, University of Dar es Salaam) all the possible derived verbal forms 
will be listed at the end of the headword, as in KKS, but with words written in füll and with 
specification of the kind of derivation, e.g. -andika: tde -andikia, tdk -andikika, 
tdn -andikiana, sba -andikisha, tdw -andikwa (where tde = tendea, tdk = tendeka, 
tdn = tendana, sba = sababisha, tdw = tendwa). Where the derived verbal form has a 
supplementary meaning, it is entered as an extra headword with the meaning, e.g. -andikisha 
" enrol, register ... ". 
In the new edition of the Swahili - German dictionary derived verbal forms at the end 
of an entry of the original verb-stem are deleted, e.g. under -babua the stative -babuka and 
the applicative -babulia. The stative -babuka is an extra headword with its meaning in Ger-
man, whereas the applicative -babulia is deleted, because it is a regular form. Regular derived 
verbal forms are included as extra headwords, if they have a supplementary meaning, e.g. 
-andikisha. 
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In a few cases irregular derived verbal forms are noted at the end of the headword -
this helps the user to find them easily if he remembers the verb but has forgotten, for example, 
the passive. So we find under -Ja the derived verbal forms -lia appl, -lilrn stat, -lisha kaus 
and -liwa pass. All of them are also extra headwords, three with their meanings in German. 
Where no meaning is given there is only reference to the original verb, e.g. -lia appl t -Ja. 
2. 3. Noun classes 
In Swahili lexicography it is common to indicate the plural of a noun by adding the 
plural prefix, e.g. mtoto (wa-) means watoto is the plural of mtoto „child"; 
tunda (ma-) means matunda is the plural oftunda „fruit". 
A dash means that the plural form is the same as the singular, e.g. nchi (-). 
The Swahili - German Dictionary of 1963 used the Bantu system of counting the noun 
classes, e.g. mtoto 1/2, tunda 5/6, nchi 9/10. This method is useful where nouns occur only 
in singular or plural, e.g. mchanga 3, maisha 6, Kihindi 7, utii 11, whereas the notation 
mchanga (Sg), maisha (P[), Kihindi (Sg), utii (Sg) does not indicate the noun class. But the 
prefixes m-, ma-, ki- and u- give a hint to the noun class. So this notation is retained in the 
new edition ofthe Swahili - German dictionary. Where the noun class is not obvious, BABA 
MALAIKA adds the theoretical plural, e.g. muda (Sg mi). I do not imitate this method. I also 
doubt whether a user who is looking for the meaning of a certain word in the dictionary ever 
reads the helpful instructions at the beginning of the letters M, U, V and W concerning the 
noun classes in the dictionary ofBABA MALAIKA. 
Some nouns may take the concordial prefixes oftwo noun classes, e.g. kabati (-, ma-). 
The notation makala (PI, -) means that this word is used either as a plural word in class 6 or 
in noun classes 9/10, e.g. makala haya/hii „this article". 
Plural forrns which undergo morphological changes when the plural prefix is attached 
to their singular forms, e.g. jino (meno) „tooth", uzi (nyuzi) „thread", ukuta (kuta) „wall", 
are written in füll and entered as extra headwords with cross-reference to the singular form, 
e.g. meno PI t jino, nyuzi PI t uzi, kuta PI t ukuta. Sometimes the meaning is given in 
German. 
Nouns denoting living beings which do not have the prefixes m-/wa-, for example 
dada (-) „sister", kiongozi (vi-) „leader", jirani (ma-, -) „neighbour", simba (-) „lion", are 
not marked as such in our dictionary. The user has to know that the agreement is after class 
1/2 with all depending words. 
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The new Swahili - English Dictionary under preparation at TUKI (Dar es Salaarn) will 
mark nouns in a double way: 
mtoto nm (wa-) [a-/wa-]; jirani nm (ma-,-) [a-/wa-], 
where nm stands for „nominal". In round brackets follows the plural prefix, and in square 
brackets the verbal concords for singular and plural. 
In my opinion it is not necessary to mark all the nouns with nm. The addition of the 
verbal concords will be helpful for the forming of correct sentences, but since it takes up 
much space in the dictionary, I will not imitate this device. 
* * * * * 
These are some problems in compiling a Swahili dictionary. Others concem the 
decision about which terminologies should be included, because some of them were only used 
temporarily, and many English loanwords are easily recognized. So for example, the nouns 
eksidenti and elektrisiti will be deleted, because the words ajali and umeme are used. 
Although there exists the National Swahili Council (BAKITA) in Tanzania, the use of termi-
nologies is not yet standardized. Also the orthography is sometimes different. The tendency is 
to write compounds together, e.g. kipimajoto "thermometer" (formerly kipima joto). 
Despite all these difficulties the new edition of the Swahili - German Dictionary will 
be a step forward in Swahili lexicography. 
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CULTURE AND HISTORY IN A BANTU (SHINZW ANI) DICTIONARY 
HARRIET JOSEPH ÜTTENHEIMER 
Shinzwani is spoken on the island of Nzwani (Anjouan) in the Comoro Islands. lt is 
one of four language varieties spoken in the Comoros ( one variety on each island). lt is a 
Bantu language, related to Kiswahili (Ottenheimer and Ottenheimer 1977). My work with 
Shinzwani began when I traveled to the Comoros, in 1967, as a part of an anthropological 
team headed by Martin Ottenheimer. With my own research materials on blues singing in 
New Orleans safely tucked away in a box back home, I tumed myself füll-time to exploring 
questions of gender and music. The distinction between male and female cultural worlds was 
very sharply drawn in the Comoros in those days, and so I spent most of my time together 
with Comorian women, leaming about weddings, music, cooking and kinship. 
Of course I needed to learn to communicate in Shinzwani to do effective 
anthropological research. With the women, however, I found myself learning the language in 
a monolingual situation. Most of the women had not been allowed to attend the local French 
schools, so none ofthem knew much French. Try as we might, we could find no good contact 
language to use for translations or explanations. In addition, there were no good dictionaries 
and only one brief grammatical sketch of Shinzwani available to help me leam the language. 
Fortunately the women were very patient with me, and gradually I worked my way 
from the more concrete worlds of cooking and household items to the more abstract worlds of 
child care, kinship, marriage, folklore, music, and gossip. My field notes progressed from 
simple word lists and recipes, to short phrases, to entire passages in Shinzwani, describing 
marriage ceremonies, rotating credit systems, musical associations, spirit-possession, and a 
wide range of folk beliefs. Occasionally I would check on the possible meaning of a word or 
phrase by asking some of the lycee students who spoke French, but as often as not, using 
French was more of a hindrance than a help. The process of double translation--from 
Shinzwani to French and then from French to English--sometimes resulted in less, rather than 
more, clarity in meaning. 
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Partly to maintain my sanity, but mostly to learn the language faster, I began 
constructing an infotmal dictionary and working with it during quiet moments alone. I 
prepared little slips of paper which I could store neatly in flip-top cigarette boxes, and I wrote 
one word ( or sometimes morpheme) on each slip of paper, along with its English equivalent. 
In most cases there were two slips of paper for each word, so that I could store the data in 
English as weil as in Shinzwani order. I also filed the slips from time to time in noun class 
order, or according to phonological patteming, or by whatever pattem I was exploring at the 
moment. Working with the the paper slips helped me to organize and analyze the data. lt 
helped me to sketch out the basic structure of the language. Most importantly, it helped me to 
gain--as quickly as possible--the basic fluency that I needed for participating more effectively 
in the culture. 
I did not begin to formalize this early paper slip collection until several years later, 
when I was teaching linguistic anthropology at Kansas State University. One year one of my 
students asked for more advanced work in linguistic anthropology; specifically for some 
hands-on work with language data. The project we settled on was to organize the paper slip 
file into a mini dictionary (in the form of a looseleaf notebook), and to analyze the pattern of 
aspectual suffixation in verbs. The mini dictionary--with about 1000 words--becarne a handy 
tool for translating field notes and transcriptions of texts--both my own and my colleague' s--
and for maintaining fluency with the language in far away Kansas. As I encountered words in 
the notes and texts that were not in the dictionary, I added them to the notebook, recopying 
crowded pages to spread out the words if necessary. More and more students becarne 
attracted to this kind of hands-on experience with a language unfarniliar to them, and by the 
early !980s we had compiled nearly 6,000 words into six small notebooks. In the mid l 980s I 
transfeITed all of the data to a computer and began experimenting with using the computer to 
create an English index. The dictionary could now be reliably bidirectional as weil as 
bilingual. 
I say all this to point out that the dictionary project grew primarily out of the classic 
cultural anthropological need to learn a language for fieldwork, rather than the primarily 
linguistic goal of constructing a dictionary. Although this more anthropological approach to 
dictionary construction may have some drawbacks (I never used any basic wordlists to elicit 
data, for exarnple), it has certain advantages especially with respect to the ability to provide a 
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broad range of cultural data. My anthropologist-colleague and I leamed words from a wide 
variety of people and in a wide variety of contexts. In the end, everything we leamed became 
grist for the mill: proverbs, riddles, folktales, historical narratives, conversations--everything 
we could write down or tape-record and transcribe. This provided us with an exceptional 
range of materials to draw on for the dictionary. lt also meant that by drawing on words 
leamed in specific contexts, rather than in focused elicitation sessions, we encountered 
extended and secondary meanings first, and only discovered primary meanings later on. In 
some cases we only managed to tease out the primary meaning of a word after pulling 
together all of the secondary, extended, and metaphorical meanings, or by making use of the 
English indexing programs to reveal distinctions among words that we had not expected. 
The word ko, for example, (also koho) was recorded at different times andin different 
circumstances and with seemingly very different meanings. Glosses included: the source of a 
river, the base of a tree, peanuts while they are still in the ground, a mature female goat or 
cow, and the crust of rice that you sometimes get in the bottom of a pot [ and, perhaps by 
extension, rendered coconut cracklings]. Only after all of these were brought together were 
we able to posit a basic meaning like "origin, bottom, or base". I don't know whether we 
would have elicited ko by asking for an equivalent Shinzwani word for "origin" or "bottom" 
or "base," but even if we had, I think it is doubtful that we would have collected as broad a 
range of secondary and extended meanings as we did by starting from the root meaning. 
In the same way we leamed, at disparate times and in different contexts, that a single 
word, kole, refers to "the white of the eye,'' "the white of a (soft-boiled) egg,'' and "the 
delicate soft jello-like white meat of a young coconut." Bringing these citations for kole 
together in the dictionary helped to make the underlying meaning of this word more apparent, 
if not more translatable. The dictionary also brought together the word pani, "kitchen" 
(actually a locative meaning "in the kitchen") and pa, "a thatched roof' (pi mava), which 
suggests something about the location of traditional kitchens, especially in stone houses. 
Such groupings of related words and meanings can help to provide valuable insight into world 
view and culture in dictionary format. 
The English index also provides important information regarding culture and cultural 
perspective, particularly in the way it brings together the wide range of words and concepts in 
specific domains. By tagging entries with relevant domain names, one can then group 
12 University ofLeipzig Papers on Africa: Languages and Literatures No. 10, 1999 
together all of the words for fish and fishing, for example, or medicinal plants, or agriculture, 
or houses, or any other domain which we want to examine as a potential cognitive grouping in 
Shinzwani. Also of special value is the way that the English index brings together words that 
we may have glossed alike in English but that reflect very different things in Shinzwani. The 
English word, "cover," for example, brings together two actions which are expressed, and 
thought of, quite differently in Shinzwani: the act of covering a pot with a lid, and the act of a 
woman covering herself with a !arge cloth before going out in public (the latter perhaps could 
also be translated as "hide" or "hide from"). Such distinctions also provide important insights 
into cultural categorization processes. 
Every dictionary worth its salt needs to provide illustrative sentences to show how 
words should be--or are typically--used in the language, and to provide greater clarity of 
definition for each word. Rather than constructing such sentences, we chose to use existing 
sentences from our field notes and transcriptions. This means that frequently we use a 
proverb or a line from a folk tale to illustrate con-ect word use or to demonstrate a specific 
meaning of a word. This seems parallel to the practice of using literary citations in works like 
the Oxford English Dictionary. The sentences are occasionally more complex than those we 
might have constructed on our own, but they offer the unique advantage of providing 
intriguing glimpses into the culture and daily life of Shinzwani speakers. The sentences also 
bring occasional smiles to Shinzwani speakers who recognize these classic phrases and their 
sources, and are pleased to see them represented in the dictionary. 
Dealing with language change is a bit more of a challenge. Over the past thirty years 
the language has changed fairly rapidly in certain areas, as young people introduce new slang 
words, and as words for some traditional practices become obsolete. In addition, as borrowed 
words are incorporated into the language their meanings can shift in culturally revealing 
ways. Although we have retumed to the Comoros at least once each decade, even this 
frequency is not ideal for keeping up with language change. lt can be a shock to discover that 
your Shinzwani often or fifteen years ago is tagged as "the way that old people talk." 
In order to keep up with language change a dictionary has to be a living organism of 
sorts. Obsolescence needs to be indicated, as do newly introduced words and meanings. 
Where particular words and phrases are more typical of specific genders or regions we have 
tried to note that as weil. When I found word lists that had been collected by an English 
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missionary in 1811-12 (Elliot 1926) and by a French colonial administrator in 1893 (Ormieres 
1893) I decided to incorporate them into the dictionary base files, on the assumption that they 
could provide even more depth of understanding into nearly two hundred years' worth of 
language change. Although many of the words collected were fairly basic in scope, 
representing a part of the core vocabulary which changes more slowly, they provide useful 
data particularly regarding grarnmatical change. For example, Elliot's shitainda, "action" 
becomes Ormieres' shitendo ( chitendo ). By the 1960s the word has shifted to mwendro, 
shifting class (and degree of abstractness) in the process. On the other hand, Ormieres' 
baguri (bagouri), "bowl" was still present in the 1960s, and still indicated a rather !arge 
serving bowl, in keeping with its O/ma- classification, but shibaguri had entered the language 
as a variant, perhaps in response to some linguistic pressure from cognitively-related objects 
such as shisahani (plate). By the 1990s shibaguri had replaced baguri and the latter was on 
its way to obsolescence. The data from these early word lists also provide valuable insight 
into the ways that French and English cultural and phonological systems affected the hearing 
and transcribing ofthe language (see Fabian 1985). Although that is the subject of a different 
paper, I will discuss it briefly here. 
The question of orthography has been a thorny one from the start, and has gone 
through some interesting changes over the years. When we first arrived in the Comoros in the 
1960s Shinzwani was primarily written by Comorians, using Arabic script. In fact, Shinzwani 
speakers, nearly all of whom learn Arabic script in Koranic schools, were completely literate 
in their language. French colonial administrators and teachers, on the other hand, treated the 
wanzwani as illiterate and paid the language little or no attention. If they wrote it at all, they 
used French spelling to represent Shinzwani sounds. This meant that sounds like [ ny] were 
written as gn in French, and [wa] was represented as oi. Arabic script did not fit the language 
any better: with no separate symbol for [g], wanzwani ended up using the Arabic "k" symbol 
for both [k] and [g]. 
We began using a more phonemic, Kiswahili-style, orthog:raphy in our field notes. We 
continued using this orthography in the dictionary, especially since (at first) it was just for our 
own use in translating our field notes and maintaining our fluency. After independence, 
during a brief socialistic period in the 1970s, the idea of using a Kiswahili-style orthography 
was introduced into the Comoros by young idealists, in particular by Ali Soilihi, anxious to 
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stress the independence of the Comoros from its colonial heritage. These early attempts at 
standardizing a phonemic orthography are documented in Aahmed-Chamanga (1976), 
Ahmed-Chamanga and Gueunier (1977a and 1977b), and also in Ahmed-Chamanga, Lafon, 
and Sibertin-Blanc (1988). Tue idea was slow to take hold, and when the socialist 
government was ovetthrown by a group more sympathetic to the French, it was the more 
"staid" and "cultured" French mthography which began to predominate. 
1n 1982, we brought a copy of our dictionary, with our more phonemic orthography, to 
the Comoros. We were interested in what people thought of it. We also included abrief 
appendix lisiting the principal noun classes and the agreement/concord system of Shinzwani.. 
Interestingly, it was this appendix which elicited the strongest reaction, and which may 
ultimately have affected reactions to our orthography as weil. "We really do have a 
granunar," people said. "The French told us we spoke only gibberish, not a real language," 
they explained. As they pored over the dictionary, they asked about the spellings we were 
using, and they suggested additional words for us to include. Even Comorians who had 
become used to French orthography quickly became comfmtable with our phonemic 
spellings. The fact that we had documented a language and a granunar, where none had been 
assumed to exist, apparently meant much more than we had anticipated. 
Shortly afterwards, the Comorian government sponsored a study of orthography and 
literacy which resulted in a proposal for a new, more phonemically oriented, orthography 
(Cheikh 1986a and 1986b). The study was constrained somewhat by the government's 
concem to create an 01thography which would unify the different language varieties spoken in 
the islands. The idea was to promote national unity by encouraging linguistic unity. Paying 
as much attention to phonetic variation as to phonemic patteming, and using granunatical 
insights to inform orthographic choices, the committee ended up developing an orthography 
which primarily represented the phonological complexities of Shingazidja, the language 
variety spoken on the main island. Speakers of other language varieties in the islands, such as 
Shinzwani, were expected to leam this orthography and apply it to their own phonologies .. 
Thus, the strongly aspirated Shingazidja [ph] would be represented as J2Y, which would also 
represent the less aspirated Shinzwani [p]. The fact that the Shinzwani plural of pa (thatched 
roof, mentioned above) was mava, seemed to make this a reasonable proposal. The fact that 
there was another Shinzwani [p], generally preceded by a voiceless [m], as in mpaha ("cat," 
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singular and plural), and aspirated more strongly than the [p] ofpa, was not addressed. Ways 
of writing implosive [b] and [ d] in Shinzwani were not addressed at all. My own work 
appears to have had some influenee in the faet that the eommittee reeommended shifting from 
the Freneh eh to the more phonetie sh, ( whieh I had been using,) although the Freneh i was 
retained to represent [3], rather than adopting the phonologieally parallel zh. In spite of these 
diffieulties, the new orthography gradually beeame aeeepted--although predietably more 
quiekly for Shingazidja than for Shinzwani. lt did, after all, symbolize the independent status 
ofthe Comoros and the mueh hoped-for unity among the islands. 
lt has been interesting to wateh the gradual evolution of orthographie preferenees 
among Shinzwani speakers. In 1995, I brought another eopy of the Shinzwani-English 
dictionary, along with the English-Shinzwani index, to the Comoros and tested its readability 
with Shinzwani-speakers as weil as with American peace corps workers. Shinzwani-speakers, 
it tums out, are fairly sanguine about questions of orthography by now. They have mastered 
such a wide range of orthographies already, that they are able to shift fairly easily from one to 
another. Although a few individuals have adopted the "national" QY, most have not, and 
prefer a simple 12 to indicate both varieties of [p] in Shinzwani. Most are gradually 
abandoning the French orthography with regard to vowels. But most continue to use the 
French spellings for both [3] and [J1 even though a recent Shinzwani-French lexicon compiled 
by a Shinzwani speaker living in France (Ahmed Chamanga 1992), has shifted to using sh, 
rather than eh for [sh]. How to write the phonemically parallel [zh], however, is still in flux. 
At the moment most Wanzwani still seem to prefer using the French j. The question of 
orthog:raphic choice and the politics of representation are the focus of a separate paper 
(Ottenheimer 1987) but the fact remains that there is a delicate balance between phonological 
salieney and social and political symbolism in the orthographic choices that people make. If 
French represents the ancient colonial opressors, it also represents the language of the elite, 
cultured, and educated. 
In the meantime, the dictionary must be published soon, and orthographic choices 
must be made. I want the dictionary to be usable for both Shinzwani and English speakers. 
But I also want to remain sensitive to the overall social and political concerns of Shinzwani 
speakers with regard to their language and where it fits into the !arger picture. Field testing of 
the dictionary has helped me to refine and develop an orthography which fits the needs of 
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Shinzwani speakers (as weil as English speakers). lt has also reveaJed that most--but not all--
ofthe orthographic choices that I have introduced have been adopted. Observing the way that 
orthographic preferences have shifted over time, in response to cuJturaJ, poJiticaJ and to 
Jinguistic pressures, I have come to the conclusion that the question of orthographic choice 
need not be as paraJyzing as it might seem. A dictionaiy is, after all, a living reflection of a 
Janguage, and of the cuJture and history of the speakers of that Janguage. As such, it shouJd 
change over time, in response to Jinguistic, cultural and historicaJ changes. That is what 
subsequent editions ai·e for. 
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